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much with insufficient resources and had paid the due penalty in
a costly failure.
Nevertheless, the campaign in Italy had to be pursued, for it was
a vital link in the Allied plan of war. The situation of Germany
was anxious and gloomy; Italy, her only important ally, had
defaulted, her east European satellites were disheartened by the
steady progress of the, Russian armies, which in a powerful and
sustained counter offensive, begun in the late summer of 1943,
had recovered all but a narrow strip of Soviet territory from the
Axis invaders and were now sweeping steadily westwards into the
Baltic States and Poland. An Anglo-American invasion of western
Europe was in active preparation for the summer of 1944, and
sustained Allied air attacks were taking heavy toll of her industrial
war machine. It was important for us to ensure that Kesselring's
excellent army in Italy, now increased to twenty-three divisions,
should not be free to reinforce Germany's two shaken and menaced
main fronts ; and it had therefore to be pinned down by a resump-
tion of the Fifteenth Army Group's oifensive at the earliest possible
moment.
During the month's pause for reorganisation following our last
failure at Cassino, the whole of the Eighth Army, except for two
divisions left to hold the line on the Adriatic coast, was transferred
across the mountains to the west coast unknown to the enemy, and
reinforced the main body of the Fifth Army facing the Gustav
Line. The combined force on this front now numbered eighteen
divisions (ten British and Dominions or India, three American and
two Polish, and three French), and there were five more, two of
them British, in the Anzio beach-head; Kesselring, when the
Allied offensive was launched on the front on May n, between the
sea and Cassino, had nine divisions on each of these fronts and four
in general reserve.
Despite the strength and depth of the German defences, which
were organised in two zones extending in depth westwards for
thirty miles, our penetration, went steadily ahead ; Cassino, which
had once more defied direct attack, was enveloped from the north
and abandoned by the enemy on May 18, by which date the centre
of the Gustav Line had been ruptured and the entry to the Liri
valley opened to the Eighth Army. The second zone of defence,
known as the Hitler Line, was more rapidly overcome ; and when
the garrison of the Anzio beach-head broke out northwards to join
in the offensive on May 23, the battle on the main front was
already decided. Kesselring withdrew his troops from the Anzio
area to the hills in front of Rome, but those on the main front
had to fall back northwards towards Avezzano, thus allowing our
two separated forces to effect their junction ; the attempt to cover
Rome failed, and on June 4, just forty-eight hours before the first